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The centenary of the First World War in Ireland is just one event amongst a broader series of commemorations collectively known as the decade of centenaries.​[1]​ The years between 1912 and 1923 were arguably the most transformative in modern Irish history. Beginning with the mass signing of the Ulster Covenant, swiftly followed by the 1913 Dublin Lockout, the First World War and the Easter Rising of 1916, and ending with a bloody civil conflict in the newly founded Free State, this long decade of war, revolution and rapid social change gave birth to contemporary Ireland, north and south.​[2]​ This context, in itself, is unique in comparison to the other national case studies reviewed in this special edition. While the First World War centenary in Ireland is certainly no sideshow, it does have to share its place under the commemorative spotlight with other, arguably more important (at least to a large section of the population), events in Irish history. 
	After contextualising the difficult journey the First World War has traversed in achieving recognition as part of Ireland’s national story, this article seeks to explore the way Ireland has marked the centenary of the First World War between 2014 and 2016. A range of examples led by government (whether in the Republic, Northern Ireland or the UK) and community groups (broadly defined) across the north and south of the island of Ireland will be examined in order to consider how, from a set of different perspectives, the centenary has been approached so far in Ireland. How have Irish publics been engaged with the First World War over the course of the centenary so far? What is being emphasised in these commemorative activities; what is being left out? What meaning is being drawn from the war at the centenary moment and for what present-day political purposes?

Forgetting​[3]​
Ireland went to war, in August 1914, as part of the United Kingdom of Britain and Ireland.​[4]​ Around 210,000 Irish men served in the British army during the war, experiencing combat in all of the major battle-zones of the war, including Gallipoli, the Somme, and Messines. Between 35,000 and 50,000 men died.​[5]​ In the midst of the bloody Allied struggle on the Western Front in the spring of 1916, over 1,000 poorly-armed Irish separatists occupied buildings in central Dublin triggering a week-long confrontation with British troops that would become known as the Easter Rising. Despite controversies over the rebellion’s significance at the time, it is understood as one of the pivotal events in the struggle for Irish independence.​[6]​ By 1922 Ireland was partitioned, its two separate areas (north and south) ruled by mutually hostile governments. Unionists who had campaigned against home rule for Ireland as a whole were now happy to operate this system within an area of their choice. In the south, republican revolutionaries ruled a Free State that enjoyed effective independence within the empire or commonwealth but remained linked unhappily to the British crown. In both parts of the island, large resentful minorities rejected the legitimacy of the political systems under which they lived.​[7]​
	Partition meant that the sacrifices made by Irishmen and women during the First World War received different levels of recognition amongst nationalist and loyalist communities in the north and south. For unionist communities, the experience of loyalist soldiers could be easily integrated into their identity; the memory of the Somme (and in particular the 36th (Ulster) Division’s performance on 1 July 1916) was quickly appropriated and represents ‘an archetypal event in loyalist psycho-history.’​[8]​ The 36th – composed mainly of Protestants from the north of Ireland, recruited from Edward Carson and James Craig’s Ulster Volunteer Force – were one of the few divisions that succeeded in gaining their objectives on the day although their success had to be abandoned by nightfall as the division was unmatched by those at its flanks. The 36th Division’s part in the First World War was, and continues to be, proudly blended into the unionist narrative of the war, exemplified by J.P. Beadle’s painting of the Ulster Division on the Somme that hangs in Belfast City Hall. Reporting the presentation of the painting to Belfast Corporation on the second anniversary of the battle, the Belfast News-Letter described the painting as showing soldiers of the 11th Bn. The Royal Irish Rifles (South Antrim Volunteers) ‘proceeding to attack in the teeth of a merciless cannonade from the enemy’s artillery’ giving ‘a vivid impression of the gallantry and endurance displayed by both officers and men in their determination to reach the objective assigned to them.’​[9]​ These were the men of Edward Carson and James Craig’s Ulster Volunteers, a unionist militia founded in 1913 with the sole objective of resisting Home Rule in Ulster. The significance of the Battle of the Somme was embraced via Orange parades and their lodges immediately after the war (not least because 1 July 1916 was coincidentally the 226th anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne, which had ensured the continuation of Protestant ascendancy in Ireland), often using reprints of Beadle’s emotive representation. 
	While the Somme battlefield is an important location for many of the armies of the British Empire, including the Canadian, South African, New Zealand and Australian armies, it is worth nothing that the first memorial to be erected in this space was the Ulster Tower. Paid for by public subscription and planned since 1919, the tower was dedicated in 1921 and is located just west of the rebuilt village of Thiepval. The tower is an exact replica of Helen’s Tower on the Clandeboye estate, County Down where some of the troops of the division had trained in 1914 and 1915. While other memorials to the Irish divisions were erected in France and Belgium in the 1920s and 1930s, the Ulster Tower was the largest both in terms of scale and symbolism. It reinforced the significance of the war for Ulster’s Protestant community.​[10]​ As Jonathan Evershed argues, First World War commemoration in Northern Ireland was immediately and unambiguously political and served an important purpose of reminding all involved of the contribution of Northern Ireland to the defence of Britain and empire.​[11]​ Commemorative practice of First World War remembrance in the north was intrinsically ‘British’ in order to emphasise these supposedly unbreakable connections between Ulster and England; through the blood sacrifice of the Somme, Britain was morally obliged to support the unionist project in Northern Ireland.​[12]​ The fact that the IRA chose a Remembrance Sunday service in Enniskillen in 1987 as a ‘legitimate target’ serves to highlight that some of the most dangerous phases of the Anglo-Irish struggle for Ulster unionism coincided with commemorations of the First World War.​[13]​
	This is in stark contrast to the ambivalence with which the new Irish state treated the war and its place in national memory. Unionist enthusiasm for remembering the war – specifically the significance of the Somme – was in sharp contrast to nationalist reticence. While the Ulster Tower was formally opened in November 1921, the battlefield memorial intended to remember the 16th (Irish) Division’s sacrifice on the Somme was not completed until 1926.​[14]​ One had existed on a site between Guillemont and Ginchy since September 1917: a Celtic cross, around 20 feet high, made from oak beams scavenged from a nearby house. By 1923, plans were in motion to replace this now dilapidated memorial (although it had survived the campaigns on the Somme in spring/summer 1918) with a permanent fixture made out of Irish limestone but retaining the structure of a Celtic cross. It was eventually unveiled by Marshal Joffre and blessed by the Bishop of Amiens in May 1926 but the Irish government played no official role in its inauguration. The original Cross was taken back to Ireland where it attracted large crowds when it was displayed in College Green on Armistice Day 1924.​[15]​  From 1926 to 1939 it was erected each year in the Phoenix Park where it served as a Cenotaph for the Remembrance Day ceremonies on the 11 November. After that, the cross was placed in its present position in the North East House of the Irish National War Memorial, Islandbridge, Dublin where it was largely forgotten until the early 2000s.​[16]​
	It proved difficult to disassociate the experiences of the men who fought in the First World War from the politics of independence after the nationalist campaign broke their ties with the United Kingdom. As a result, the Irish dead of the First World War were ‘either officially ignored or commemorated in a low-key manner’ owing to the ‘lapse in the official national memory’.​[17]​ Irish government debates in the 1920s over an Irish national war memorial in memory of the Irish soldiers who died in the First World War encapsulate the dilemma of where to ‘fit’ the war in the newly independent Irish national story. In 1927, the Irish government allocated £50,000 toward the construction of a memorial, which was originally planned for Merrion Square in Dublin’s government quarters. However, it was eventually erected in Islandbridge, about three miles outside the city centre, ‘affording a convenient degree of invisibility’.​[18]​ Government minister Kevin O’Higgins (whose two brothers had served – and one had died – in the First World War) summed up the difficulties facing the moderate nationalist Cumann na nGaedheal government:
I say that any intelligent visitor, not particularly versed in the history of the country, would be entitled to conclude that the origins of this State were connected with that park and the memorial in that park was connected with the lives that were lost in the Great War in France, Belgium, Gallipoli and so on. That is not the position. The State has other origins, and because it has other origins I do not wish to see it suggested, in stone or otherwise, that is has that origin.
The Republican opposition of Fianna Fáil expressed their feelings more explicitly:
…Mr Cosgrave’s grant of £50,000 out of the Irish people’s money for their English Memorial Park, throws off the mask of Irish Nationality under which the members of the Free State Government have hitherto tried to deceive the Irish people in their platform utterances.​[19]​
The Memorial Gardens did not open until 1948. By the 1960s they had fallen into disrepair, becoming a site for caravans and animals of the Irish Traveller community while Dublin Corporation’s refuse disposal office used it as a rubbish dump for the city’s waste.​[20]​
	However, the process of forgetting the war in the south did not happen immediately. As others have warned, we must be careful to avoid creating a new orthodoxy in Irish memorial narrativisation – that which was forgotten is now, at last, remembered – because the reality is more complex.​[21]​ In the interwar period, Irishmen who served in the First World War were not forgotten. There were mass commemorations every year on the Sunday nearest Remembrance Day through the 1920s and 1930s. Armistice Day 1926 witnessed a huge procession through the streets of the capital to Phoenix Park where a large crowd of around 40,000 people – including many British army ex-servicemen – gathered for a ceremony at the Wellington Monument, with the ‘Ginchy’ cross brought out of storage for its annual outing.​[22]​ It is at the point of the Second World War where attitudes towards remembering the dead of the First World War divided. Independent Ireland was neutral in the Second World War, which meant that for any Irishman to join the British army was a political step. Thus commemorating men who had joined the British army during the First World War in the period 1939 – 1945 had a political resonance much stronger than that in the 1920s and 1930s. 
By the middle of the twentieth century, a Republican Irish construct of national identity – which celebrated independence, the Irish language and culture, and placed the Easter Rising as the central military struggle toward national liberation – dominated, making official state remembrance of the First World War problematic. The cultural polarisation of Unionists and Nationalists was made stark in 1966 at the fiftieth anniversaries of the Easter Rising and the Battle of the Somme. The ensuing onset of the conflict in Northern Ireland in 1969 saw the two trajectories of remembrance cemented as part of what was essentially a struggle over political and cultural identity and legitimacy. Political murals began to appear at the end of the 1970s and became an important means of self-representation, self-reflection and dialogue for the warring parties. ​[23]​ For nationalist communities, their cultural weapon was the Easter Rising; for loyalists, it was the First World War. There was no room for nuance or overlap; Irish men in this period had either fought for the British Empire or fought against it.​[24]​ 

Re-remembering	
Since the late 1980s – sparked in part by the Provisional-IRA bombing of the Remembrance Day ceremony in Enniskillen on 8 November 1987 – there has been a significant sea change in Irish popular understanding of the war. A number of scholars, such as David Fitzpatrick, John Horne, and Keith Jeffery, along with individuals in both the north and south and from across the political spectrum (Kevin Myers, Tom Hartley, Ian Adamson, and Tom Burke, to name a few) have done much to rehabilitate the memory of the war in nationalist Ireland. Over the past twenty years, organisations have formed to enable the Irish public to better engage with the memory of the First World War. The Royal Dublin Fusiliers Association (RDFA), founded in 1996, exists, in its own words ‘to promote a wider awareness of the forgotten Irish men and women who served, fought and died in the Great War 1914-1918’ because ‘a better understanding of the shared heritage of sacrifice now will help to reconcile the two major traditions of the whole of this island.’​[25]​ The Somme Association, itself emerging from the work of the Farset Youth Project, was founded in 1990 with similar intentions, ‘that the efforts of Irishmen to preserve world peace between 1914 and 1919 are remembered and understood’.​[26]​ 
	There has been a huge recovery of Ireland’s part in the war amongst nationalist communities in Ireland North and South. This is much to do with the historic breakthrough in the Northern Ireland peace process of the 1990s, which created a new space to consider how the First World War was, in fact, a part of nationalist history rather than something alien to it. As Keith Jeffery articulated so clearly, advanced nationalism and the outbreak of the Easter Rising in 1916 is not a ‘completely separate narrative distinct from the world war, but as an integral part of essentially the same story’.​[27]​ The sharp political divergence of the time had subsided, revealing the space to consider the common factors and impulses that made those Irish people act as they did. The peace process from the 1990s transformed the relationship between the Irish State and memory of the war. The previous decade, Irish governments had still been reluctant to embrace the annual Remembrance Day service at Dublin’s St Patrick’s Cathedral. In 1991, Mary Robinson became the first non-Anglican Irish President to attend the ceremony. Alongside these developments, the peace process gave the Islandbridge war memorial in Dublin a new profile and greater political importance.  In September 1988 the fully restored Islandbridge Memorial Gardens were reopened to the public and formally dedicated by representatives of the four main churches of Ireland. In 2002, Alex Maskey, Sinn Féin member and Belfast’s Lord Mayor, marked the anniversary of the Battle of the Somme with the laying of a laurel wreath at the cenotaph at Belfast City Hall, the first republican political representative to do so, although he did not attend the main ceremony later that day.​[28]​ Just as nationalist communities increasingly accepted the First World War as a legitimate part of Ireland’s national narrative, unionist communities reciprocated by showing willingness to accept non-unionist participation in the war. In 2010, the wording of the Somme resolution passed annually at Belfast City Council on 1 July was amended to incorporate the 16th (Irish) Division, while references to ‘the Province’ and ‘the British Commonwealth’ were removed.​[29]​
	It is worth noting how some of the most significant episodes in Irish re-remembering of the First World War have taken place not in Ireland but abroad. In November 1998, Mary McAleese, who had succeeded Mary Robinson as Irish President the previous year taking her oath of office on Armistice Day, joined Queen Elizabeth II and King Albert II of Belgium at the official unveiling of the Messines Peace Tower in Belgium built to honour the memory of soldiers from the 36th and16th divisions that fought alongside each other in the British army during the battle of Messines in June 1917. It is the most recent national monument to be erected by any country on the Western Front. The project was initiated by A Journey of Reconciliation Trust, under the leadership of a former Protestant paramilitary from Derry, Glenn Barr and a Fine Gael politician from the Republic, Paddy Harte. The aim was to bring together people from both the ‘orange’ and ‘green’ traditions.​[30]​ In her speech, President McAleese said:
Today’s ceremony at the Peace Park was not just another journey down a well-travelled path. For much of the past eighty years, the very idea of such a ceremony would probably have been unthinkable. Those whom we commemorate here were doubly tragic. They fell victim to a war against oppression in Europe. Their memory too fell victim to a war for independence at home in Ireland.​[31]​
Although the park symbolised a great deal of hope and harmony, in a rather black twist of irony its two prime movers subsequently had a public falling-out over financial complications connected to the project. Barr and Harte did not speak for many years afterwards.​[32]​
	The Messines Peace Park demonstrated the power of using foreign locations as ‘safe’ spaces for Irish First World War commemoration. In 2006, Belfast City Council and the Irish Office of Public Works cooperated to allow Beadle’s painting and the original wooden ‘Ginchy’ cross to be displayed together as part of an international exhibition on the 1916 Battle of the Somme at the Historial de la Grande Guerre, Péronne.​[33]​ This collaboration was the precursor to a joint RTÉ and Royal Irish Academy initiative that resulted in a series of public lectures and publication, Our War: Ireland and the Great War (2008).​[34]​ It was warmly received, in both the north and south of Ireland, indicating that the topic of the First World War was increasingly an accepted part of Irish history.​[35]​ This collaborative project provided the momentum for an ambitious conference convened by the Centre for War Studies at Trinity College Dublin and the Princess Grace Irish Library in Monaco in October 2011. Again taking place on neutral soil, relatively remote from Ireland, it departed from the traditional conventions of an academic conference by including the participation of twelve non-academic delegates (journalists, television producers, curators, and civic organisers) who had a personal or professional interest in the Irish experience and memory of the Great War and who would be actively involved in the forthcoming centenary commemorations.​[36]​  In March 2013, in a moving speech at the launch of the volume emanating from the conference, President McAleese outlined the journey Ireland had travelled: 
I’m old enough to remember, regrettably, the last big decade of commemorations, fifty years ago…There was no Good Friday Agreement. There was no talk of “parity of esteem”. What there was, was just the raw, raw tension of un-reconciled, un-healed, fragmented communities struggling to try to find their way on a day-to-day basis to live with each and clinging to commemoration. Clinging so hard to commemoration that healing and reconciliation would be postponed for the best part of another fifty years…For me, this book is the reassurance that this decade of centenaries is guided, maybe even choreographed, by the angels.​[37]​ 

Prologue to the centenary
As Keith Jeffery outlines in his comprehensive review of the immediate pre-centenary period, the progress made since the 1990s has firmly cemented in the Irish collective memorial consciousness.​[38]​ Since 2012, a representative of the Irish government has participated in the annual Somme commemoration at the cenotaph in Belfast. The phenomenal public turnout to the Europeana WW1 collection road-show at the National Library of Ireland in Dublin on 21 March 2012 indicated a public appetite for investigating their own family history of the First World War.​[39]​ The Western Front Association, the torchbearer of Great War interest in the UK since the 1980s, launched branches in Cork and Dublin in 2011 and 2012 respectively indicating not only an appetite for membership but one that could now be acknowledged openly in the Republic.​[40]​ In December 2013, Taoiseach Enda Kenny and British Prime Minister David Cameron visited First World War graves and memorials in Flanders in Belgium, the first joint visit by a Taoiseach and prime minister to honour the British and Irish men killed in that war as soldiers of the British army. Mr Kenny was the first ever Taoiseach to lay a wreath at a Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) cemetery.​[41]​
	Perhaps the most significant of these prologue events was Queen Elizabeth’s state visit to the Republic of Ireland in May 2011. This was the first time a British monarch had toured the island of Ireland since 1911. The queen participated in two almost identical wreath-laying ceremonies at the Garden of Remembrance in Parnell Square (dedicated to people who fought for Irish independence from Britain) and the National War Memorial Gardens at Islandbridge on 17 and 18 May 2011 respectively.​[42]​ To Irish communities worldwide, this ‘parity of esteem’ shown to the dead of all political loyalties served as a reminder ‘that one group of Irish combatants does not have to be remembered at the expense of another’.​[43]​ Fearghal McGarry suggests that these two acts of remembrance were evidence that ‘commemoration of even the most divisive events can have a powerful, if symbolic, conciliatory impact’.​[44]​ 
	That bridge was reciprocally crossed for the first time by an Irish head of state in April 2014 when President Michael D. Higgins visited the UK in a tour designed to celebrate the two countries’ shared histories.​[45]​ Like the Queen’s visit in 2011, his also emphasised the First World War as a moment of shared Anglo-Irish history. President Higgins acknowledged the contribution of Irishmen who served and died in the war during his visit to Windsor Castle as well as in his address to the Houses of Parliament on 8 April 2014.​[46]​ Here he made particular reference to the ‘large number of our countrymen who went to the battlefields of Europe’, singling out Tom Kettle, the Irish nationalist and Westminster MP who was killed during the Battle of the Somme in September 1916.​[47]​ Higgins quoted Kettle’s vision ‘that this tragedy of Europe may be and must be the prologue to the two reconciliations of which all statesmen have dreamed, the reconciliation of Protestant Ulster with Ireland, and the reconciliation of Ireland with Great Britain’.​[48]​ 

‘National’ ceremonies, 2014 – 2016
These important acts paved the way – and set the tone – for the state-led commemorations of the centenary of the First World War in Ireland, north and south between 2014 and 2016.  Over the past two years, emphasis has been placed on the war being a moment of common, shared experience; Irishmen had fought in the war and shared similar experiences regardless of political persuasion. The war was an event that could be comfortably understood by both unionists and nationalists, a process that Philip Orr has described as a ‘greening’ (or ‘de-orangification’) of First World War history.​[49]​ The emphasis throughout these state-led ceremonies has been on parity of esteem, inclusivity, equality of sacrifice, maturity, and respect. 
	The official starting gun in Ireland’s First World War commemorative calendar was fired on 31 July 2014 at Glasnevin Cemetery in Dublin, the final resting place of many of Ireland’s most prominent national figures including those who fought for Irish independence from Britain. It also contains over 200 Commonwealth burials from the two world wars. President Higgins led a ceremony to dedicate a newly installed Cross of Sacrifice, the result of a cooperative venture between Glasnevin Trust and the CWGC to commemorate the sacrifice of all Irish soldiers who lost their lives in both world wars. In her address, Heather Humphreys TD, Minister for Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, observed that ‘it is here—in the context of all the other elements of our modern history—that the history of the Irish in the World War will be explained and the memory of our soldiers respected’. A minute’s silence was observed, and the ceremony concluded with the Irish and British national anthems and the Last Post.​[50]​
	This pattern of Irish absorption (or perhaps adsorption) into largely British-led commemorative activity has repeated over the two years since 2014. On 4 August 2014, President Higgins participated in an international commemorative ceremony at Liège in Belgium to mark the outbreak of the First World War alongside the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, the King and Queen of the Belgians, the prime ministers of the UK and Belgium, and the presidents of France and Germany.​[51]​ Couched in terms of international cooperation this was a carefully managed diplomatic opportunity setting the agenda, early in the centenary, that conflict in Europe was a thing of the past; the present was defined by reconciliation.​[52]​ In November 2014, Irish Ambassador to the UK, Dan Mulhall, represented Ireland for the first time since 1946 at the Cenotaph ceremony in Whitehall.​[53]​ This theme of memory serving present day co-existence continued in April 2015, when President Higgins took part in commemorative events marking the centenary of the first landing of Allied troops on the Gallipoli peninsula during the First World War alongside members of the British Royal Family. On the eve of the commemoration, Higgins invoked Atatürk’s inclusive vision in recalling the ‘silences’ that for much of the past century that have hung over memories of the 3,500 Irish men who died on the peninsula.​[54]​ The crescendo of these ceremonies was reached in 2016 with the centenary of the Battle of the Somme, which saw reciprocal attendance of Irish, Northern Irish and British political representatives at events in Dublin, Belfast and France (at both Thiepval and Guillemont).​[55]​ Certainly the ceremonies in Dublin on 9 July 2016 (led by the Irish government) and the increased prominence of the ceremony at Guillemont on 3 September 2016 indicated a heightened awareness and acceptance of the Somme (and Irish participation in it) as part of the Republic of Ireland’s national story.  What is perhaps more striking was the level of conformity evident in all four of these Somme ceremonies. The aesthetic of the rituals performed in Belfast, Dublin, Thiepval, and Guillemont were all broadly ‘British’. While Irish participation was visible via the participation of members of the Irish government, representatives of the Irish Army, and the laying of green wreathes, all the ceremonies followed a similar ritualistic pattern of military formality and reverence that was not originally scripted by Ireland.​[56]​

Local and community initiatives, 2014 – 2016
In addition to the high-profile official ceremonies there have been an extraordinary range of local initiatives. It is worth noting the number of different organisations and committees that have either absorbed the centenary of the First World War as part of its existing remit of activity (in the case of the pre-existing Community Relations Council​[57]​) or have sprung up because of the centenary e.g. Decade of Centenaries programme; Northern Ireland WW1 Centenary Committee; Unionist Centenary Committee; Belfast Somme 100.​[58]​ In addition to these community led umbrella groups, there are also university led initiatives underpinned by Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) funding that seek to support the organisation, management and production of commemorative practices and co-produced research in Northern Ireland such as ‘Contested commemoration in Northern Ireland’ and the ‘Living Legacies 1914-18’ public engagement centre, both stemming out of Queen’s University Belfast.​[59]​ On one level, this highlights a clear desire amongst local elites across the north and south of Ireland to have a stake in the centenary. But it also indicates a level of anxiety about the implications of not taking ownership and control of the narrative. Too much is at stake to let the memory of the war, at its centenary moment, be left unsupervised and vulnerable to appropriation by the ‘wrong’ type of organisations. The Irish commemorative ‘space’ needs to be filled by officially sanctioned activity lest something more unsuitable might occur.​[60]​ 
	Memorials, and the ritual ceremonies that take place at these sites, remain a consistent feature of commemorative culture at both a local and national level.  In July 2014, a new installation, ‘Tree of Remembrance’ was unveiled inside St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin, the first new war monument in Ireland’s foremost Anglican cathedral in around 50 years. A broken and destroyed steel tree, combining the political neutrality of nature with the ravages of industrial warfare, members of the public were invited to write a message of remembrance on paper leaves to be attached to the tree. Within twenty-four hours of the public being granted access, it was festooned with hundreds of ‘leaves’ containing messages of peace, hope and reconciliation.​[61]​ Surrounding the tree was an exhibition with panels explaining the role of St Patrick’s in supporting the war effort as a just cause in Irish Protestantism and its place, more broadly, in Anglo-Irish identity in this period. The monument thus underscored an increasing sense of confidence and security in commemorating the Southern Church of Ireland’s place in the history of Ireland, pre- and post-independence.​[62]​
In September 2014, as a result of local fundraising and lobbying, a new memorial to commemorate the men of County Wicklow who died in the First World War was opened at Woodenbridge, site of Irish Parliamentary leader John Redmond’s famous speech, one hundred years previously, imploring Irish men to fight ‘wherever the firing line extends’.​[63]​ A simple but evocative structure of granite steles, sourced from the local area, sited in the tranquil setting on the edge of the Aughrim River, this memorial operates on a number of levels. Most obviously it is a commemoration of the 1,192 men from the county who lost their lives in the First World War and a reminder of the multitude of reasons they enlisted, transcending politics, underscoring the themes of shared experience, comradeship, and reconciliation. But its strong associations with constitutional nationalism – both in terms of location and the date of unveiling, on the 100th anniversary of the enactment of the Third Home Rule Bill – also acted as a reminder of the legitimacy of this branch of Irish nationalism, in contrast to its armed and violent alternative, that would inevitably take centre stage as part of the centenary ‘celebrations’ of the Easter Rising two years later.​[64]​ 
	In the south, the RDFA – as the Republic’s leading First World War community organisation – was unsurprisingly at the forefront of local and national commemorative activity over the course of 2014 to 2016. As part of their overarching mission statement of promoting awareness of Irish participation in the war, the RDFA were involved in or contributed to the organisation of public seminar and lecture series, music and poetry recitals, remembrance services, media broadcasts, exhibitions, and digitisation projects.​[65]​ Underscoring much of this activity was an emphasis on peace and reconciliation. On Christmas Eve 2014, members of the RDFA camped out at the location of the alleged Christmas Truce, near St Yvon on the edge of Ploegsteert Wood in Belgium. The objective ‘was to create an awareness of the message and symbolism of the truce which was one of reconciliation between warring nations’​[66]​ and fed into a broader Irish emphasis on the Christmas Truce as articulated by Mary McAleese at her lecture to the Department of Foreign Affairs on 16 December 2014.​[67]​  
On occasion, the state can see value in a particular local commemorative initiative and appropriate it as its ‘own’. In September 2016, the RDFA planned, along with the Kettle family, a small scale act of remembrance in St Stephen’s Green, Dublin in memory of Tom Kettle, academic, politician, and writer, who was killed in action commanding ‘B’ Company, 9th Bn. Royal Dubliner Fusiliers leading the attack on the village of Ginchy on 9 September 1916.​[68]​ Perhaps because of Kettle’s famous vision of European tragedy resulting in Irish reconciliation, used by President Higgins and others in state-led ceremonies preceding 2016, it rapidly caught the attention of political figures in both the north and south of Ireland. Instead of a private family affair, the Department of Taoiseach oversaw tributes paid to Kettle by prominent political representatives from the north and south of Ireland in London and Dublin on 9 September 2016. Again emphasis was placed on how ‘his hopes for reconciliation in Ireland and Europe, 100 years on from his death’ continue to resonate strongly.​[69]​  
	One of the most popular community-level initiatives of the 2014 to 2016 period was the ANU production of Pals: The Irish at Gallipoli. Running originally in the spring of 2015, by popular demand it returned for a limited second run in the late summer. Refreshing, not least because of its focus away from the Western Front and interactive approach, it re-enacted the training and experience of soldiers from ‘D’ Company, 7th Bn. Royal Dublin Fusiliers who fought at Gallipoli. A piece of ‘immersive theatre’ it followed the personal stories of four Irish men, from middle and working class backgrounds, around Collins Barracks, Dublin – today the home of the National Museum – but one hundred years before  was the site where the Fusiliers trained. The banal horseplay of the men’s training was interspliced with glimpses of the Turkish warfront; and a powerful punch was packed in the show’s final scenes when the audience, oblivious perhaps, pursued the performers as they marched away to ‘war’.​[70]​ Again the emphasis was on shared experience transcending political or religious loyalty; the members of ‘D’ Company came from all over Ireland and from all religious denominations. 
	Murals – already a central and established feature of the political process in Northern Ireland – have been commissioned and created in Belfast and beyond, as another local response to the First World War centenary.​[71]​ One such project was spearheaded by Pete Bleakley of The Shared History Workshop, an organisation which utilises community arts to deliver projects ‘which engender or reinforce community cohesion.’​[72]​ Four murals, collectively known as Belfast’s ‘Poppy Trail’, relating to the city’s experience in the First World War were commissioned in conjunction with the Great Village Regeneration Trust and Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE). Situated on streets off Donegall Road, from Barrington Gardens westward across into the Greater Village area, the murals cover the major events of the war that impacted upon the local community – the sinking of HMS Hawke (October 1914); the first land battles in France and Belgium; Gallipoli; the Somme – with two more planned for 1917 and 1918. While the murals encompass some of the traditional aspects of unionist associations with the war, such as Beadle’s image of the 36th (Ulster) Division on the first day of the Somme, the murals all emphasise stories of men from across the political communities of Belfast. Drawing largely from the research conducted by Richard Grayson as part of his acclaimed Belfast Boys: How Unionists and Nationalists Fought and Died Together in the First World War (2009) the overarching message is one of reconciliation and cooperation; despite coming from different traditions the men of Belfast ‘who were diametrically opposed in terms of their politics in Ireland, set their differences aside in order to fight together against the greater foe: Germany’.​[73]​ Similar projects, for similar motivations of cross-community cohesion, have taken place in other parts of Belfast as well as the Fountain area of Derry-Londonderry.​[74]​ In all cases, something that is perceived as unwanted, damaging, and divisive (vandalism, neglected public spaces, racist graffiti or paramilitary emblems) is being renewed via the depiction of aspects of the First World War, an event that arguably contained all the unwanted attributes of the very thing it is now being employed to regenerate. 

Conclusion
It would seem that Roy Foster’s 1988 hope of ‘a more relaxed and inclusive definition of Irishness’ has been achieved.​[75]​ Ireland’s centenary commemorations, so far, have been heralded an extraordinary success. Heather Humphreys, Minister for Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, described the commemorations of 2016 as ‘inclusive, appropriate and respectful’ helping to heal community divisions and strengthen Irish national identity.​[76]​ Church of Ireland Archbishop of Dublin, Michael Jackson, described the events as indicative of ‘a new century for Irish self-understanding’ and shared memory. The Republic, in 2016, had taken back ‘the Somme into our self-understanding and identity’.​[77]​ There has been an unprecedented and sustained public engagement with a variety of areas of Ireland’s history and, perhaps more importantly, no significant disruptions or contests over commemorative spaces.​[78]​ The First World War, since the turn of the century, has been the backdrop to many of the major milestones on Ireland’s road to reconciliation.​[79]​ No one can deny the progress that has been made in such a short period of time regarding the acceptance of ‘green’ and ‘orange’ narratives of the war by formally opposing communities. Ironically, the memory of the bloodiest war in British and Irish history is the basis upon which communities in Ireland have moved away from the violence of the much more recent past.​[80]​ 
	However, we need to approach with caution; the public plaudits of reconciliation and mutual respect belie ongoing tensions and political differences. When British Foreign Secretary, Boris Johnson, sought, at an event hosted by the British ambassador to Ireland in February 2017, to congratulate those who delivered the ‘remarkable 2016 commemorations’ that struck ‘exactly the right’ reconciliatory tone, he was publicly criticised by a leading Irish historian for being ‘condescending’ and drawing Ireland into an over-sentimentalisation of Britain’s imperial past.​[81]​ The centenary commemorative narratives in Ireland remain compartmentalised along national and political lines. In the unionist communities of Northern Ireland, the experience of fighting in the First World War remains the dominant narrative in its memorial culture commemorated with activities that largely follow a ‘British’ format or contain traditionally British tropes like the Somme and the red poppy. In the Republic, the largest centenary cost to date has been, unsurprisingly, on events related to the Easter Rising. Nothing on the highest list of spending is related to the First World War.​[82]​ The highest level foreign dignitaries at the centenary commemorations of the Easter Rising were ambassadors and not royalty or state representatives. Reciprocity has its limits. More seriously, security related deaths, paramilitary style assaults and bombing incidents, while not at levels comparable to the years of the Northern Ireland conflict, are on a worrying incline.​[83]​ In May 2016, the Police Federation for Northern Ireland raised the terrorist threat to severe – the highest threat rate – in response to hard-line republican paramilitary groups and a 40 per cent increase in bomb alerts in the province.​[84]​ Concerns abound about the potentially negative impact Britain’s withdrawal from the European Union will have on the peace process.​[85]​ The results of the 2017 Northern Ireland assembly elections have only heightened such concerns; historic sectarianism would appear to remain entrenched.​[86]​ No amount of shared history can protect the Good Friday Agreement if a hard border is reinstated or a power-sharing agreement found unworkable. 
	Not all members of the loyalist and nationalist communities across the island of Ireland have bought into this sense of shared history and understanding. Chinks have emerged in the reconciliation armour. A protest banner, proclaiming in the hundred-year-old slogan of the Irish Citizen Army that ‘We Serve Neither King Nor Kaiser’, and accompanying chants of ‘Shame on you!’, ‘Brits out’ and ‘Go home, British soldiers, go home’ haunted President Higgins’ speech in Glasnevin in July 2014.​[87]​ In November 2014, a Sinn Féin deputy mayor in Craigavon, County Armagh, Catherine Seeley, refused to attend the local Remembrance Day event because ‘British military involvement in such commemorations makes it impossible for the entire community to get involved.’​[88]​ These types of disturbances have continued into 2016. In April 2016, around 100 protestors, many brandishing hard-line Republican logos and slogans, gathered outside Glasnevin Cemetery in protest to the inclusion of British army and police names on a 1916 Remembrance Wall.​[89]​ The following month, Canadian ambassador to Ireland, Kevin Vickers, was hailed a hero for tackling a demonstrator who began chanting “this is an insult” at a service commemorating more than 100 British soldiers killed trying to suppress the Easter Rising in 1916.​[90]​ In July 2016, First World War remembrance groups expressed their disappointment after wreaths laid at a memorial in Cork to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the Battle of the Somme were dumped in the city’s river.​[91]​ But disquiet with the remembrance-as-reconciliation trope is not exclusive to Republicans. A First World War memorial garden constructed by the NIHE in 2014 in south Belfast’s Village area caused outrage after being changed by loyalists to honour members of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) killed during the Northern Ireland conflict shortly after being built.​[92]​
	This final incident is perhaps indicative of an anxiety felt by many in the loyalist community in response to what they perceive as a loss of control or ownership of the First World War narrative that, since 1914, has been a key feature of unionist identity.​[93]​ Not all are supportive of the ‘greening’ of the First World War narrative. Since the paramilitary ceasefires in 1994, First World War commemoration has increased amongst loyalists. During the Decade of Centenaries, a predominant feature of loyalist commemorative practice has been large scale historical re-enactments of major events in the unionist calendar (e.g. the signing of the Ulster Covenant or the formation of the UVF). Orations delivered one hundred years previously have been (re)delivered verbatim by members of the Progressive Unionist Party. Historical costume such as the flat caps of the UVF, the gowns of the UVF nursing corps, the khaki of the 36th (Ulster Division) are prominent. The past is being turned to as a way of dealing with the instability of the present and future. Attendees at such events are nostalgic for a period of time that they feel is diminishing; unionist identity, strength, and importance to Westminster are all believed to be under threat in this new era of ‘shared history’.​[94]​
	At an event, hosted by the Irish Embassy in London in June 2016, commemorating Irish involvement in the Battle of the Somme, my co-panellist – Sir Jeffrey Donaldson MP – insisted, ‘I don’t think there are any boundaries or any limits to how far we can push’ using the history of the First World War to aid the advancement of reconciliation.​[95]​ As a historian, I felt uncomfortable with that claim, as much as I applaud anything that can further the ending of violence. As Roy Foster asked, is reconciliation really the business of historians?​[96]​ Other historians, such as Tom Dunne and David Fitzpatrick, have echoed such concerns. Good historians, in their view, seek to uncover what happened, how and why; good commemorators use ‘history’ to pursue social, political or therapeutic objectives.​[97]​ The reintegration of the First World War into Irish nationalist history – and its use as a tool of reconciliation – is not a neutral political act. Reducing the history of the Irish experience of the First World War to a simple tale of unionists and nationalists fighting side-by-side against a common foe risks obscuring much of the unsettling complexity of the period.​[98]​ Where do the men who fought in British uniform during the war but went on to fight in the republican forces of the War of Independence fit into this narrative? There were many more motives behind Irish men’s willingness to fight in the war than simply a temporary suspension of political antagonism; as Richard Grayson argues, wartime unity, particularly from 1916 onwards, was ‘suspicious and conditional’.​[99]​ The historians’ job is to understand the lives of those from the past in all their complexities, however uncomfortable that may make us feel. That said, I am not going to be the person that stands in the way of peacemaking for the sake of historical accuracy. The situation leaves me conflicted; I am committed to peace-building and I am committed to the dissemination of complex and nuanced history. The centenary, so far, is yet to convince me that the two are compatible. 
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